
Native Americans 
Most Indians viewed the American Revolution 

with considerable uncertainty. The American 
Patriots tried to persuade them to remain neutral in 
the conflict, which they described as a "family 
quarrel" between the colonists and Britain that had 
nothing to do with the tribes. The British, too, 
generally sought to maintain Indian neutrality, 
fearing that native allies would prove unreliable 
and uncontrollable. Most tribes ultimately chose 
to stay out of the war. 

To some Indians, however, the Revolution 
threatened to replace a ruling group in which they 
had developed at least some measure of trust (the 
British) with one they considered generally hostile 
to them (the Patriots). The British had consistently 
sought to limit the expansion of white settlement 
into Indian land (even if unsuccessfully); the 
Americans had spearheaded the encroachments. 
Thus some Native Americans, among them those 
Iroquois who participated in the Burgoyne 
campaign in upper New York, chose to join the 
English cause. Still others took advantage of the 
conflict to launch attacks of their own. 

In the western Carolinas and Virginia, a 
Cherokee faction led by Dragging Canoe launched 
a series of attacks on outlying white settlements 
in the summer of 1776. Patriot militias 
responded with overwhelming force, ravaging 
Cherokee lands and forcing Dragging Canoe and 
many of his followers to flee west across the Ten-
nessee River. Those Cherokee who remained 
behind agreed to a new treaty by which they gave 
up still more land. Not all Native American military 
efforts were so unsuccessful. Some Iroquois, 
despite the setbacks at Oriskany, continued to 
wage war against white Americans in the West and 
caused widespread destruction in large agricultural 
areas of New York and Pennsylvania—areas whose 
crops were of crucial importance to the Patriot 
cause. And although the retaliating United States 
armies inflicted heavy losses on the Indians, the 
attacks continued throughout the war. 

In the end, however, the Revolution generally 
weakened the position of Native Americans in 
several ways. The Patriot victory increased the 
white demand for western lands; many American 
whites associated restrictions on settlement with 
British oppression and expected the new nation to 
remove the obstacles. At the same time, white 
attitudes toward the tribes, seldom friendly in the 
best of times, took a turn for the worse.  Many 
whites deeply resented the assistance the Mohawk 

and other Indian nations had given the British and 
insisted on treating them as conquered people. 
Others adopted a paternalistic view of the tribes that 
was only slightly less dangerous to them. Thomas 
Jefferson, for example, came to view the Native 
Americans as "noble savages" uncivilized in their 
present state but redeemable if they were willing to 
adapt to the norms of white society. 

Among the tribes 
themselves, the Revolution both revealed and 
increased the deep divisions that made it difficult for 
them to form a common front to resist the growing 
power of whites. In 1774, for example, the 
Shawnee Indians in western Virginia had 
attempted to lead an uprising against white settlers 
moving into the lands that would later become 
Kentucky.  They attracted virtually no allies and 
(in a conflict known as Lord Dunmore's War) were 
defeated by the colonial militia and forced to cede 
more land to white settlers. The Cherokee generated 
little support from surrounding tribes in their 1776 
battles. And the Iroquois, whose power had been 
eroding since the end of the French and Indian 
War, were unable to act in unison in the Revolution. 
The Iroquois nations that chose to support the 
British attracted little support from tribes outside 
the Confederacy (many of whom resented the long 
Iroquois domination of the interior) and even from 
other tribes -within the Iroquois nation. 

Nor did the conclusion of the Revolutionary War 
end the fighting between white Americans and 
Indians. Bands of Native Americans continued to 
launch raids against white settlers on the frontier. 
White militias, often using such raids as pretexts, 
continued to attack Indian tribes who stood in the 
way of expansion. Perhaps the most vicious 
massacre of the era occurred in 1782, after the 
British surrender, when white militias slaughtered 
a peaceful band of Delaware Indians at 
Gnadenhuetten in Ohio. They claimed to be 
retaliating for the killing of a white family several 
days before, but few believed this band of Delaware 
(who were both Christian converts and pacifists) had 
played any role in the earlier attack. The white 
soldiers killed ninety-six people, including many 
women and children. Such massacres did not become 
the norm of Indian-white relations. But they did 
reveal how little the Revolution had done to settle 
the basic conflict between the two peoples. 


